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McGovern: A Note on Thomas Wolfe

A NOTE

ON

THOMAS WOLFE

H ugh McGovern
for years as they tear at them all, and in the
end all they will be able to tell, all they have ever been able to
tell, will be as nothing compared to what the man told himself. "It is
the traditional digging at a song with needles.
For Thomas Wolfe was a writer in whom the element of control
was less important than that of free release of the magnificent Hoods
within him. His discreditors will always jump gleefully on what they
call his lack of control, or discipline, and rarely appear obligated to
consider whether his work as a whole is of sufficient beauty,significance,
and magnitude to render almost irrelevant the classic textings of his
method.
But, actually, what is this "contro!"? Like all terminology appiied
to the technique of an art, the word has no exact definition except
in the heart of an artist. It is for him to conceive and for him to
create; and if as a whole his work is as he saw it, it has had th~ proper
control; and if it is not as he saw it, it has not had the proper control.
And no man on earth can tell him how much or how little he should
use. But our journalistic monitors-each feeling perhaps that he is
the discoverer of the quality-have been urging more control and more
control until we are in danger of asphyxiating our best literary talents.
"Control" can stifle, as the latter-day works of our three outstanding
control writers, Hemingway, Steinbeck, and Farrell, can testify. Again,
control in too many cases has come to be used as a convenient .label in
literature to conceal lack of grace and depth in both the writer and·the
reader. These shortcomings do not appear in Wolfe. Nor can he
justly be accused of incontinence. It is simply that the man seems
to be without literary fear. He appears to do "exactly as he pleases;
and regardless of your evaluation of his motives, the effect is freedom.
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The freedom is not without its occasional and obvious discordance, but anything less would have killed Wolfe as an ar~ist.. He-was
too much of a stylistic realist not to be aware of these aspersions in his
work;" but one cannot fail to see.the intense urge and scope of his
artistic burden, and he had too much volatile integrity to allow anything to get out.. of him half-said. And he knew. .that he had the most
glorious gift of words of any Arllerican in prose since Herman Melville.
To hell with· the rough edges, here was heat and immediacy, clarity
. and beauty.
I say again that this gift of Wolfe for words is the greatest to ap-.
pear in America since Melville. Apart from their substance_ they are
still incomparable music.
It is plaitl that the majority of our contemporary prose writers are
afraid of words. I spe~~ of our good ones, of course, those who have
the native gif~.. Though some have surpassed their English compeers
in vividness and penetration we may as well admit tllat in the use,
grace, and eloquence of their own language the English retain their
edge. They instinctively know and respect the beauty of words and
they can rarely bring thems€lves" to malform them into sharp-nosed
tools with which to bite into substance. They would charm out truth
and we would dig. Either method is valid but there is still the ear to
consider in reading and an honest ,nan knows which is most pleasing. .
I do not speak of anything resembling pomposity, Wolfe was
never pompous unless satirically so. I speak of the abundance of a
free and. rich talent.
'.'
Unlike the legions .of lean "realists," Wolfe, I think, believed that
the maxim that style is the "art' of omission" was a fraud. It implies
that what you leave out is more important than what you put in. It.
,would be more proper to say that style is the fulfilled judgment of the
artist. Someone has probably 'bid these things bef~re-I don't remember; but in this ~y of paucity, "they should be said again.. Cicero, in
speaking of style, says it must not be lean where fatness is called for,
nor fat where leanness is called for, but must ~n all plates be proper
to itself. Propriety, then, would be one fair way of puttipg a definition of style, a propriety dictated by the genius of the artist.
Style should be got back into t1)e hands of the creative writer and
away from the essayists and. critics. Happily, Wolfe never allowed the
gnats to' annoy him too much. Indeed, _with spicy frequency he polishes off a gnat' or two. H~ commits time and again wh~t he knows
~
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the cognoscenti are going to consider literary crimes; then through one
of his characters he throws the lampoon on the deeds himself and by
the time he is through you are wondering how critics manage to negotiate the simplest functions of life without someone's holding their
hand.
Understatement, an integer of control, is another of the one-word
labels used to define the ways of great art today. It has been exploited
by the clever ones to the point where it is no longer part of an art but
the 'whole, and to the point where a man who has the resonan(bells of
speech within him will stifle them for fear of being thought incontinent. This leads to poverty. How accommodate the bombastic
riches of American experience? Anything verbose, rhetorical, playful,
in the vocabulary of our' present masters, is considered redundant; and
the word beauty is considered effete.
But Wolfe, burning in the night, wrote his music as he felt and
heard it inside, and it came out hot, elegant, graceful, each phrase in·
vested with the passionate generosity and ease of his great wealth of
words. His style is not the delight of the delicate poet; it is the delight
of a man of blood and music. He was true to what literature is: the
full expression of the envisioned thing, and in him there is the fluency
and fluidity of the eternal singers.
The trend now is tense and arid. Arts crack, and reactionariesas in the case of the pre-Raphae'lites-carry them back to early forms.
(And hasn't civilization a way of going with the artists?)
Our American writers would do well to look to Wolfe and 'lour
honest pqets.
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